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Survival in China jail:’
one American’s saga

By Takasm Oka
Staff correspondent of The Christian Science Momtor
© . .Peking
Sydney Rittenberg is an Amencan who came through
10 years of solitary confinement in a Chmese pnson
without a trace of bitterness. N
How did he do it? “When youw’ re in an empty place
and po end of the tunnel is in sight,” he said in a recent .
interview, ‘‘you have to ask yourself ‘What really

1

: counts"’ ”

* Mr. Rittenberg is not a rehglous man in the orthodox
sense. “I don’t believe in a personal Creator,”” he says.
But he does believe in truth. Jesus’ words, ‘Ye shall

know the truth, and the truth shall make you free,” .

" came to hirn with particular force, he recalls, on that bit-
terly cold night in February 1968 when a carload of
armed soldiers took him from his wifé and four sleeping

_children and clanged him into prison. . . .

The so-called Cultural Revolution was at its helght .

Xenophobia swept the country, and Mr. Rittenberg, who
had been in China since 1945, who spoke Chinese, who
knew Mao Tse- se-tung, Chou En-lai, and other top leaders

intimately, who had tried to keep alive some tenuous__
link of understanding between Chinese and Americans
during the many years that Sino-American reiations

were frozen, was told that he had been arrested for being

an American spy, an agent of the Central Intelhgence

Agency.
. Itcould have been a moment of shatterxng defeat All
he had believed in and worked for seemed to have been
negated. .

Mr. thtenberg had to get back to fundamentals
What made life worth living? Wife, children, friends,
books, music, food? All these he loved. But what really

.. counted, be decided, wasthe sense of havmg made some

contnbuhon. however small to the long river
of human progress, to the cause of human-
. bappiness. = . . .
. The truth that made men ‘free was knowl-
_edge — knowledge of what to do ‘“‘and then
you go and do it,”” Mr. Rittenberg said. Even
. enclosed within four walls, he could make his -
contribution. It was the quality of the contn-'
bution that counted, not its scale.. % <<~ =/

_ He defined freedom to himself as*“the abil- -
1ty to develop a rational course of action
based on facts and aimed at human happi-
ness,” and decided in line with this interpre-

. tation that “whether I was free or- not
_depended onrne,” not on hisjailers. .

The first great battle he had to f]ght was
loneliness. He reminded himself how solitary
he had felt, years ago, in New York, when he
had been surrounded by people with whom he -
had no human contact. Here in prison, the-
only people he saw were the guards who
brought him his food — most of them young
" peasant boys from north China. - - -

. SoMr. Rittenbergtalkedtohisguards He"|

talked to them about anythmg and every- -
thing. About his boyhood in Charleston, South

Carolina.” About methods of treating hiccups. -
Ahnut all énrta af facsta of life in the TTnited -
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~ spotlessly clean. Whatever scraps of rags he

. Al_ltex;ally eat off the floor. When the keepers

clean

“helped to tide him over the first four or five

"years, he was asked by an American journal-"

. ‘cope.”
~ It Twas shut up like you for ]ust 24 hours,” |

telling himself
tribution. Some of the guards refused to lis- |
ten. Others “‘got hooked and kept commg
back for more.”

Mr. Rittenberg, who is short and wiry, is
an engaging raconteur with an infectious
laugh. Ask him to tell you how he managed to
“make his wife’s long johns — already practi-
cally seatless when she hurriedly thrust them
on him the night of bis arrest — last out 10
years’ imprisonment. -

It is not difticult to lmagme how even
guards conditioned to be gruff with the

‘“American imperialist spy”’ could get hooked
on his stories and keep coming back for more.
Mr. Rittenberg also decided. to keep his cell

: had, he used to scrub and scrub until he could

came around with their mops, he could truth-
“fully tell them that there was no work for
them to do. And, of course, whatevermorsel
of food he was given, he licked’ hxs platter

- He could see that his actions, as well as his
speech, had an effect on his guards. He was
proving to himself that even in prison one hu-
man being could communicate effectively
with another. That gave him confldence. and

“years of his imprisonment, when he was al-
lowed no reading matenal ezcept the Peo-
ple s Daily._ !

Every morning, Mr. thtenberd recalled
he would wake up slowly —.at flrst not quite
conscious of his surroundings, then gradually
hearing the early morning sounds of the.
prison, then opening his eyes and realizing,
“I'm still in this place.” It was always a
cmshmv g feeling. . -

That was when he. would have to v1gor-
ously assert to himself, “I’'m not under this.
stone. I'm not passive. I'm learning some-
thing, doing something, thinking about some-
‘thing. I’'m going to live on, 'm not going to’
‘die.” As he thus disciplined his thinking, he’
’found that his entire prison experience was

“not a subtraction from life, but an addition, -
‘not- a black hole but part of my ongomg
‘education.”

" And so, when release came after 10 long
years, with an . apology  and ... full
reinstatement, Mr. Rittenberg was alert and
ready to go back to work, mentally and phys-
ically He is now writing a book about his
‘prison experience, as well as his 35 ‘years in .
China. (To be published by Rawson, Wade
Publishers, Inc.) He got the idea for the book
‘last year when, on his first visit to the US in 34

e "".t

ist how he had managed to come through the
‘entire experience seemningly sounscathed. ' °
““People are stronger than they think,” he
told his questioner. ““IT you got into a similar
situation, you would probably find you could -

rd go mad,” the answer came. Why? Be-
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